There is no shortage of talk about human rights 
But whose stories do we hear? 

Lots about rapists, paedophiles and would be purchasers of porn. Biggest myth of all – that a serial killer used the HRA to secure pornography for his prison cell. 

We hear a fair amount about individual stories. Well stories of people going to court. But much less about the way in which the Act was intended to prevent human rights abuses from occurring in the first place. 

And we hear a huge amount about the law itself – villains’ charter which must be weakened or constrained 

There are a whole host of stories to tell about human rights. But as a society we’ve allowed ourselves to look through a very narrow lens. We don’t hear much about the voluntary organisations  which are using human rights in their daily work. Like the one that successfully challenged a blanket policy preventing people from meeting in more than groups of two in a mental health institution. We don’t  hear many stories about local authorities taking positive action on human rights. Like the council that restored visiting rights to a mother with mental health difficulties. She was recently widowed, was in poor mental health and her children  were taken into foster care. Despite being promised visits three times a week these were reduced to once. Her advocate, following BIHR training, realised that her rights to family life were being infringed and took action to ensure that the visits were restored.  
Most of all, we hear next to nothing from everyday people who use public services and make up our communities who we know are readily engaged by the fundamental principles of respect, fairness, equality and dignity and for whom the HRA’s ambition to drive up standards of service and strengthen our democracy has yet to be fulfilled. Before I share our thoughts about BIHR’s plans to work with all of you here today and many others who are not – to reclaim human rights, we want to show you a short film in which four individuals whose voices you won’t have heard share with us their stories and views of human rights. 

Speech continues, after showing of film 
Thank you very much to Faria Bhatti, Chris Wright, Lohes Chellian , Alan Desborough and also to  Lynsay River from Polari who appears on longer version showing later on today. 
 The film is a powerful reminder of what human rights are really about. They belong to everyone – as Fariya Bhatti said simply because we are all human beings. They are deeply relevant to the reality of people’s everyday lives – whoever and wherever they are – as Chris says, not just the extreme cases and as Lohes powerfully points out the people treated badly as a matter of routine.  It reminds us of the ambition of living life in larger freedom – for Alan getting up in the morning and directing his own life. It challenges us to think about how we can achieve Fariya’s vision of a globe in which everyone respects each other – a pleasant society in which we spend our lives peacefully. 

But it also points to a missing part of the story about human rights – how if we fail to listen to and actively engage with those who rights are not currently recognised or respected, we narrow our understanding of what human rights are about. How the actions we take will be ineffective unless we engage with and empower the people they are designed to benefit. And as the film suggests, the essentially participative nature and power of human rights. Entirely missing from the current talk about human rights is the recognition that our rights are not up for grabs. They belong to us as humans – and cannot be given or taken away.  But equally we can only bring about change if people claim, own and activate their rights.  
At BIHR we believe that our contribution to F’ vision lies demonstrating the relevance of human rights, translating human rights legislation and conventions into frameworks for action and practical tools for individuals and organisations to use to improve their lives and the lives of others. But we do this in the following context:  - lots of words, but two major gaps in human rights knowledge,  practice and action. 
Firstly the voluntary and community sector [in England & Wales] has scant awareness of the value of human rights in carrying out both its services and campaigning roles. We know this from a three-pilot programme we have just completed (COP) in which we provided awareness-raising training sessions over a three year period for variety of VCS. But we also know there is major appetite once organisations see the potential of human rights – especially those seeking to tackle poverty, social exclusion, inequality and working to empower and strengthen the voices of the most marginalised.
Secondly, Government policies and initiatives for the sector and more broadly, have yet to acknowledge the value of and key developments in human rights. Policies and programmes like Change Up, Firm Foundations, Future Builders and The Compact refer to equalities and diversity but make not even a fleeting reference to Human rights. This is strange when we have a new organization with a new integrated vision of equality and human rights – the Commission for Equality and Human Rights just around the corner. When you look at the sector’s desire to impact on deep-seated inequalities and disadvantage human rights have much to offer. In terms of both a bottom line of how we treat each other but also as an aspiration – helps get away from everyone being treated equally badly and from people being treated as labels or problems. 
Crucially it is people living in poverty and/or social exclusion and marginalised who are often excluded from decision making and wider political processes, access to information, fair legal treatment and other benefits of citizenship. Poverty and exclusion  from material, social, cultural opportunities in society are human rights issues. We need to see much more recognition of the links.

The original ambition underpinning the HRA was to provide the language to negotiate, to win an argument – backed up by the force of law, but not having to go to court. The Your Rights Guides which we are launching today are a modest contribution to the gap in information available to individuals to make this a reality. They are very much a first generation. They scratch the surface when it comes to the breadth of human rights and the potential for their use.   We hope that they spur all of the organisations here today and others to produce much more information and practical tools.

But this is only one side of the equation. Organisations, especially the voluntary and community sector who are most in touch with people whose human rights are most often disregarded and for whom this has the worst consequences. Building their capacity will enable them to use human rights to make an impact on the people they represent and benefit 

There is a massive job of work to be done – to get human rights where equalities is today – at least 30 years. A job of work that will personally take me up until the next state pension age!  In that spirit BIHR wants to work with other organisations, especially other voluntary and community sector infrastructure organisations, both specialist and mainstream, who have the reach and potential to grasp the human rights agenda and make it of practical use to their member organisations. Building on our experience to date, we plan work with others to develop a VCS human rights framework for action and to provide a range of practical supports to VCS infrastructure/umbrella bodies so that they can support their members working with socially excluded/disadvanataged groups. We will be kicking off the programme with a summit bringing together NGO leaders and hope to lead onto a series of seminars that consult and engage those working on the ground.  
But for us and other infrastructure orgs to be effective we need recognition of human rights in key policy programmes/ streams I have mentioned, And critically we need funding to enable us to provide strategic support to other organizations.

It’s easy to be down-hearted in the current climate. Another way of looking at the picture is to see ourselves at the beginning of turning human rights from a term of abuse back into a vital part of who we are all are and kind of society we want.  To recognize the vast untapped potential of human rights to create a different kind of society. Given where we start from, we will need some plain-speaking champions and we are very fortunate to have an excellent Human Rights Minister who picked up this brief with enormous enthusiasm and speed. I am delighted to welcome her to speak to us today. 
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