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Good morning. 

Thank you all for coming today. This Inquiry has been a massive piece of work. As you know it involved six separate elements – three research reports, a Call for Evidence to which many of you responded, a public opinion poll with associated deliberative groups and Inquiry Panels to which many of you came and gave evidence.  As we launch the Inquiry Report I want to thank all those who participated and gave evidence to the Inquiry. You were most generous with your time, your experiences and your insights – the challenge for us, as Commissioners, was to synthesise all the evidence, and to produce a report which everyone could read. We have made all the public evidence available on our web site, It will provide a rich resource for the Commission itself and for those who work in the various sectors over the days and months to come.

The Human Rights Act is an ordinary person's charter, giving us all the power to assert and access rights such as the right not to be subjected to inhuman or degrading treatment, the right to family, to privacy, to liberty, to education: matters which go right to the heart of our everyday lives. Witnesses have told us of their battles to assert those rights, sometimes even through the courts. As a consequence of the passing of the Act we can now assert our human rights through our own courts here in England and Wales. Gone are the days of the long journeys to, and lengthy litigation in Strasbourg. 

Witnesses also told us of the discussions and mediative approaches which have enabled service providers to understand what service recipients are entitled to, leading to change in the delivery of services, which can transform people’s living conditions. Human rights also provide an objective framework within which to balance one individual's rights against the rights of others, and for  balancing rights with their attendant responsibilities. Often, where human rights arguments are applied to specific problems there can be a speedy positive resolution of them, avoiding the need to go to court.

It can be so very simple – think for a moment about people in hospital who cannot, through weakness or disability, feed themselves, and who need to be fed; the student with a disability, wanting to attend college, needing simple but effective arrangements to enable him/her to study; the elderly person, who through increasing disability no longer has access to the upstairs of their house and who needs adaptations to be made to allow them to live in dignity. We heard, for example, of people living alone in one room, without access to a proper toilet and shower. These are the circumstances which will involve degrading treatment. We all want, indeed need, to be able to take care of our fundamental needs. It is very simple. Our human rights should lie at the very core of, and be fundamental to, our public services.

Over 80% of people polled believed that human rights are important for creating a fairer society, that they should be protected in law and should set the standards for the treatment we should expect from public services, When asked if the only people to benefit from the Act were criminals and terrorists, people were divided -  42% of people agreed. However in discussion it became clear that people have very little understanding of what human rights are really about – a fact they readily acknowledged. Much remains to be done to alert people as to their rights and responsibilities. 
Many service providers who gave evidence acknowledged that making human rights a reality had required some change, but, it was a change which did not necessarily involve greater expenditure. in many cases simply a better way of doing things, using a human rights framework. They demonstrated that where human rights principles are applied systematically, the results were very impressive. 
We looked also at the barriers which citizens and service providers have encountered as they sought to assert and deliver human rights. Many witnesses gave evidence of a series of barriers.  There  was a general consensus as to the main barriers.

Witnesses pointed to a lack of leadership right across the country, to lack of knowledge and understanding about what human rights are really about; to negative and inaccurate media stories, and to organisational cultures which actually prevented or inhibited the development of a human rights approach in England and Wales. They spoke, too, of a fear of human rights; of the fact that human rights had become the prisoner of the lawyers, and most disturbingly of a lack of training and a lack of ability to give effect to what they had learned – one witness spoke of “having to get on with the day job” yet our obligations under the Human Rights Act are the day job. Other witnesses spoke of key agencies which operated individually whilst trying to deliver elements of a service to one individual, rather than providing a one-stop service. 

Witnesses talked too of the positive impact that human rights can have on the effectiveness and efficiency of public services, on the morale and confidence on the public servants who plan and deliver those services, and on the well-being of those individuals who receive the services. It was interesting that nobody gave evidence that the Act had prevented them form doing their duty or from doing what they thought was right. They did describe the Act as a benefit upon which they could rely, and which enabled them to deliver better services.. 
In health and social care, a human rights approach has been used to secure better care, treatment, and respect for patients: whether respecting the freedom of elderly residents in care homes who don't need their bedroom doors locked at night, or protecting patients in A&E, by ensuring that provision is made to protect patient privacy during  examination by doctors and nurses.

The Mersey Care NHS Trust
 using  a human rights approach involved patients and service users in decisions about their treatment. Service users now sit on appointments panels for consultants. They participate in senior management team meetings. The result was a significant positive impact on their well-being, and this is thought to contribute to lower rates of re-admission and to enhanced well-being.

For the most part these changes are not costly or onerous - and they're not particularly radical – they are about changed thinking which puts the patient’s human rights at the heart of service delivery. The evidence is that such an approach is beneficial to everyone's wellbeing – both service providers and service users.

In the policing, probation and criminal justice system, witnesses said that the Human Rights Act has resulted in officers being trained to think whether it was necessary, lawful and proportionate to respond with force on the streets, and when planning operations. It also helps those faced with critical incidents, and those responsible for dealing with suspects, and  victims,

Witnesses from local authorities, told us how the Human Rights Act has been used to make services more responsive to the public at an individual level. 

A human rights framework has been used, for example, to ensure that Gypsies and Travellers are given assistance with health, education, child welfare and accommodation. It has been used to support disabled people in living independent lives, and to find new approaches to tackling anti-social behaviour.
Witnesses from education and young people’s services told us how human rights could really enhance service delivery. Schools using a human rights framework have experienced a reduction in school exclusions and improved pupil behaviour. As we saw in the video, the results can be wonderful, and I’m delighted that Anne Hughes from Knights Enham School is with us here today. The project, which was rolled out in Hampshire, involving 150 primary schools and 15 primary schools, saw not only a reduction in bullying but also an improvement in SATs scores. At the same time teachers reported feeling less exhausted, more motivated and having a greater sense of personal achievement. 

In the voluntary and community sector too, witnesses told how using human rights principles in individual cases can empower people. For example the right to family life was used to help a man persuade social services that his wife who was suffering from Alzheimers, and who is blind, should be allowed to stay in a nursing home close to her family.
We heard much evidence of good practice. We need to find a way to share these successes to develop a society in which human rights are both understood and anticipated, and not just regarded  as merely abstract concepts; one in which human rights are used to enhance both organisational success and better service delivery.

Professor Francesca Klug will tell you something of the many recommendations we make in the Report, about how this can be done. We learned so much from the witnesses, above all of the huge need for leadership throughout the public sector, and especially from the Commission itself. The findings of this Inquiry, the recommendations, and the commitments which the Commission itself makes in the Report, should enable the public service enhance its service delivery and to move to a new and much greater understanding of what human rights are really about. 
In closing I would like to acknowledge the work of the Inquiry staff, and to thank them all, and my fellow Commissioners – Professor Francesca Klug who was the Lead Commissioner, and Sir Bert Massie and Dr Neil Wooding for their generous contribution.  It has indeed been a pleasure to work with them. 

I am now delighted to introduce the Justice Secretary Mr Jack Straw whose commitment to human rights is long established.

Thank you.

Dame Nuala O’Loan

� One of the panellists - Lindsey Dyer - is Director of Service Users and Carers at this NHS Trust
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