10th December Human Rights in the UK

LSE Afternoon and Evening Sessions

Organisers’ Questions  

1. Broad Questions for Everyone

A. Do we really have human rights?  Does the UDHR effectively address the need for collective, democratic as well as individual rights?

B. Can 'rights' help us respond to the challenge of reconstructing UK society; so that justice, mutual respect and equality prevail? Can HR discourse help us build a broad, effective coalition for justice and equality? And if so, what concrete actions must we in the UK now take? What examples from history are instructive? 

C. Does the lack of rights for some threaten us all ? How do we make the connection between the human rights of people such as Binyam Mohammed (the last Londoner in Guanatanamo and victim of CIA rendition) and those of our neighbours, or work colleagues who are not yet politically involved?  

D. How democratic is the UK constitution? Is a new constitutional settlement an appropriate answer to the crises we face? What should the guiding motif of any such new, constitutional settlement be? 

E. How can we make fundamental, aspirational rights procedurally enforceable in UK law?  Does there need to be a new organisation to struggle for human rights in the UK? If so, what form should it take? Union, party, direct-action movement or other..?

F. What ideas for actions / serious coalition building, if any do you have? What do you think of the action proposals put forward by the organisers of the 10th Dec event? (these will follow in final communication before Wednesday) 
2. Questions for Prison and Society Seminar 3-5pm

Room H102, Connaught House Building (on Aldwych)

(i) Prison / Detention Rights 

Hicham Yezza, Nicki FRFI, Jenny LAI, Massah Barnett and others
A. Is the Criminal Cases Review Commission (CCRC) an adequate mechanism to deal with unjust convictions and the plight of the innocent prisoner ? 

B. Many prisoners have mental health needs or a drug addiction. Should these people be in prison at all?  

C. Given scarce health service resources, should prisoners have a lower standard of care than the rest of society, as they currently do ?

D. What are your views on the private detention centre regime and proposals for further privatisation of prisons :?  

E. How are we to go about securing a different attitude in society towards prisoners and detainees, aswell as much-needed prison reform and profound changes to prison culture? 

(ii) Society / Right to the City, Housing and LVT 

Teresa Hoskyns, Prof Michael Edwards and Dave Wetzel  

A. Would you say that 21st Century Britain is effectively an open prison?
B. Please explain the concept of the Right to the City. Is the Right to the City a useful angle to build a campaign for housing and access to local decision making for all ? How to begin in London / the UK?  

C. How can democratic control and the capacity for collective stewardship of land – the reclamation of the commons - best be achieved?
D Given the housing crises in the UK, which existed even before the credit crises began, by what means can we enforce the right to an adequate level of shelter ?

E How can LVT help in the finance of housing? What are its potential ramifications for other aspects of public finance?

3. Questions for Human Rights in the UK Evening Session 6 - 9.30pm 

New Theatre, E Building, Houghton St

(i) Hugh Lanning – Public Services 

A. Are human rights under threat from privatisation of public services? If so, which ones, how and what to do about it? 

B. The UDHR refers to a right to work. Do you see the UK government's current policies on welfare reform as helping to provide this right, as ministers maintain, or do they involve undue coercion to enter employment, especially for disabled people? Do we need a new public definition of work to include eg child-rearing, local community development and other civil society activities existing outside the traditional job market?

C. What is or should be the response of civil servants to being instructed to implement policies which abuse human rights, for example dawn raids on asylum seekers ? or detention of children ?  or detention without trial ?

 (ii) Asad Rehman – Climate Change

A. Should we campaign for a right to protection of the human habitat against floods, rising sea levels, pollution, climate chaos arising from man-made causes ?  What would be the political implications of doing this and how could such a right be secured ? How could we frame our human rights and duties in campaigning for such a right?

B. How are the questions of energy and food security likely to impact on the UK in the next decade, and what can we do about it?

C. If free trade is legal, what should govern or control the ‘right’ of British companies and their clients to the natural resources of other countries, e.g. the Brazilian rainforest?   

D. What of the question of when one right runs up against another? eg right to fly vs right to live free of climate chaos or the right to free speech vs right to protection from racial incitement? The right to use the environment vs the right to have a suitably protected environment? How are these to be resolved?

E. How does Article 29(1) of the UDHR: "Everyone has duties to the community in which alone the free and full development of his personality is possible" relate to our discussion? What is meant by ‘community’in this context? Could it be, most essentially the people of the physical locality one resides in – as with the principle of Local Agenda 21, child of the 1992 Rio Earth Summit? If so, how, if at all can we secure this fundamental principle in the UK?

(iii) Andy Worthington – War on Terror / Migrant Groups 

A. What are the consequences and effects of anti-terrorism legislation and proscription lists?  Are they compatible with human rights such as the right to a fair trial, to habeas corpus, to freedom of movement, speech, religion and association ?

B. Does the ‘war on terror’ have hidden agendas?  What if any are the links between the logic of the ‘war on terror’ and rising corporate power/globalisation?  

C. What is the effect of ever tougher immigration law on the human rights of 

migrants ? If you have had time to research it, please comment briefly on the terms contained in the draft Immigration and Citizenship Bill included in the Queen's Speech last week. More info at http://www.irr.org.uk/2008/december/ha000004.html

D.  How can we protect and support vulnerable migrants  ?  and those acting in solidarity with them -   for example those who relate positively to ‘banned’ groups fighting for self-determination or who support undocumented migrants? 

(iv) Professor AC Grayling – Civil Liberties 

A. Is Britain really a ‘free country’? Does Goethe’s: "none are more hopelessly enslaved than those who falsely believe themselves to be free" apply? 
B. Do we really enjoy the principle of equality under the rule of law? 

C. Under Article 12 of the UDHR, the roll-out of UK surveillance and data retention should have been stopped in its tracks. Do we need a UK new constitutional court with the capacity to strike out all proposed or current legislation in breach of universal human rights, akin to the Supreme Court in the USA but with a new constitutional document? 

D. What are your thoughts on the question of a written constitution for Britain in the current climate? Is it a possible remedy for the democratic deficit, or for excessive corporate power ? Could it help to ensure a truly ecological society? Amid concern over plans for the HRA to be repealed, please critique Jack Straw’s recent pronouncements on a bill of rights and responsibilities. 
